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Emily Kathryn Morgan 
Harry Callahan’s Pornographic Appropriations 
 
In the mid- to late 1960s and early 1970s, the American photographer Harry Callahan made a 
series of multiple-exposure images incorporating appropriated pictures from soft-core 
pornographic magazines. This was not his sole deployment of appropriated imagery: in the 
1950s, he had produced a series for which he took images from women’s fashion magazines, and 
from the 1960s to the 1980s he made another series that incorporated pictures from his television 
screen. Despite this sustained interest, however, Callahan is not regarded as an appropriation 
artist.  His work is generally seen as a lyrical modernism concerned almost exclusively with 
formal issues and personal expression.  
By extension, the scholarly apparatus for examining and evaluating appropriation art has 
rarely been applied to Callahan’s work. Although his constant experimentation and his use of 
found pornographic imagery resemble in some ways those of his contemporary Robert 
Heinecken, no one writes of Callahan’s proto-postmodernism or discusses the political 
commentary inherent in his work as they do with Heinecken.1 Callahan’s work is shot through 
with complex concerns about image saturation and the sale of sex, but his formalism receives far 
more attention than these other interests.2 Because of his perceived monomania for formal and 
technical issues, his appropriation—like multiple exposure, contact-printing or any of the other 
techniques he deployed—becomes just another tool, a means of generating new and surprising 
form. To the photography curator John Szarkowski, as to many others, Callahan’s work spoke 
primarily of one thing: “Technique, technique, technique.”3 The notion of Callahan as 
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consummate modernist and consummate formalist, using photography to test photography’s 
limits, has simply eclipsed other readings.  
When discussion of his work moves beyond the formal, the move is generally toward the 
personal, not the conceptual: Callahan as lyrical expressionist, as an artist who explored in his 
work primarily what mattered to him—family, love, and the individual experience of society. 
Callahan himself supported such a vision of his work, even if only by his silence on the issue: a 
reticent man, he communicated well about the technical aspects of his work, but left 
interpretation largely to others.4 In the absence of alternative explanations, technical emphasis 
displaces or sublimates any content other than the expressive, suggesting that the photographer’s 
attitude toward the world at large is essentially apolitical. Such a vision, however, proves 
unsatisfying and difficult to reconcile with the barbed, loaded images in Callahan’s pornographic 
appropriations series.5 This points to a broader difficulty in reconciling formalism with critique, 
particularly in appropriation art.  
In the history of twentieth-century American photography, Callahan stands at a 
crossroads of American transcendental romanticism and European-influenced experimental 
modernism.6 Early in his career, he attended a workshop by the landscape photographer Ansel 
Adams that he found inspiring for its emphases on rigorous technical command, photographic 
clarity and precision, and the development of a personal vision. Eventually abandoning his job at 
Chrysler to dedicate himself to photography, Callahan went to work at Chicago’s Institute of 
Design in 1946 under its founder, László Moholy-Nagy.7 The influence of both strains of 
photographic modernism reveal themselves in Callahan’s oeuvre: a near-endless willingness to 
experiment with the medium combining with the expression of his personal experience as an 
inhabitant of spaces both built and natural, urban and untouched.  
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Always engaged in making both “straight” and “experimental” photographs, Callahan 
dedicated himself to exploring and expanding the limits of his medium. By the 1960s he had 
been pursuing this endeavor for decades: multiple exposing, pushing film, and combining visual 
and chemical exploration in the darkroom with far-ranging physical explorations of the cities—
first Detroit, then Chicago from 1946 to 1961, then Providence through the mid-1980s—where 
he lived and worked. In his day-to-day practice he moved fluidly between straight and 
experimental photography. In the 1950s he created complex multiple exposures in the Chicago 
streets, for instance, in addition to making many straightforward photographs of the same subject 
matter. Indeed, a Callahan photograph that appears to be a straightforward single exposure may 
actually have depended on such intricate knowledge of camera mechanics, film behavior, and 
darkroom chemistry that it effectively became experimental in the demands it placed on the 
capabilities of both photographer and medium.8 
 Around 1956 he created his first series of appropriations, arranging collages of women’s 
faces that he cut out from catalogues and fashion magazines and then rephotographing them. 
Pinned together on a board, the faces and parts of faces come together into a kind of screen, 
filling the frame and stymieing the eye’s search for depth and recognizable subject matter with 
their persistent, shallow discontinuity. [fig. 1] The collages fragment the female face, the 
arrangements suggesting an aggressive distrust of their source images’ smiling lips and 
seductively glancing eyes. Callahan called a related group of images “Cut-outs,” apparently 
creating them from the magazine pages left over after he cut out the faces for his collages. The 
Cut-outs took advantage of the fortuitous compositions that revealed themselves when part of 
one magazine page became visible through a hole in another. [fig. 2] While the collages call into 
question the sincerity of feminine expression in popular culture, the Cut-outs create images of 
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women entirely constituted by the outward signs of femininity: jeweled fingers, jauntily placed 
hats, elegantly draped fabrics, shiny fingernails gripping makeup compacts. Callahan takes 
ownership of the source imagery, originally in color, by rephotographing it in the cool 
monochrome so common in 1950s modernist art photography. 
His best-known body of work, a decades-long series focused on his wife Eleanor, can be 
seen as an extended meditation on femininity, love, and desire. From virtually the beginning of 
his career he worked with Eleanor—and sometimes also their daughter, Barbara, after her birth 
in 1950—making both straight and experimental pictures, photographing in their home, in 
various natural landscapes, and in the public spaces of Chicago. Eleanor appears nude in many 
images, both at full length and in fragments, some images coolly meditative, others more 
expressly erotic. Fully clothed, she and Barbara move about the streets of Chicago, posing for the 
oddly formal, hieratic images Callahan called “snapshots,” made with an eight-by-ten view 
camera. One complex series of multiple exposures from the early 1950s over- and underlays 
frames of Eleanor with shots of the Chicago streets, and with arrangements of objects Callahan 
photographed on a light table in his studio. [see e.g. fig. 3]  
Callahan also spent a lot of time photographing in the street. His street images often focus 
on women and commercialism, sometimes simultaneously. Indeed, pictures of women in urban 
shopping districts appear so frequently in his oeuvre that the work overall offers a decades-long 
meditation on women’s public experience in modern society. Shopping districts themselves 
offered fascinating formal arrangements with their layering of visual experience, women passing 
before the glass windows of shops behind which consumer goods beckoned, their reflections 
mingling with the objects behind the glass. But such areas also afforded an opportunity to 
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observe pedestrians in a state of interested distraction, one that seemed to unify women of all 
races and social ranks.  
At times of social upheaval, Callahan’s shopping pictures offered subtle commentary. He 
made one series of a Detroit shopping district in the summer of 1943, while that city was 
experiencing a succession of race riots. In their inclusion of African American and white 
shoppers walking side by side, admiring the same shop windows, the images engage, albeit 
obliquely, with the racial tensions preoccupying Detroit, acknowledging the city’s internal 
divides and attempting a subtle visual detente. At the same time, Callahan’s shopping 
photographs throughout his career offer a quiet but ongoing critique of capitalism, particularly of 
the way fashion simultaneously offers women a means of expression and reduces them to their 
sex.  
In 1961 Callahan took a job teaching at the Rhode Island School of Design, in 
Providence. Professionally it was an advancement: Callahan was paid more; he had been 
recruited for the job, a clear sign of his status; and he would now be teaching photography at a 
bona fide art school rather than a business-affiliated design school where the medium’s status as 
an art form had always been in question to some degree.9 But the move also altered Callahan’s 
work. His photographic practice involved a lot of walking, and he had to find his way anew, both 
literally and aesthetically, in Providence’s streets, so different from Chicago’s. Eleanor Callahan 
also ceased to pose for her husband two or three years after the move.10 “She was getting tired of 
it,” Callahan said when asked why.11 But in the absence of his sole model, what was he to do 
with the attention he had previously directed to the genre of the nude? Was he to hire a model? 
Was he simply to cease photographing nudes altogether, abandoning an entire arm of his 
practice? 
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The pornographic appropriations appeared in his work just after Eleanor disappeared 
from it. One could read them as Callahan’s attempt to maintain the nude as a subject in his work 
by employing a readily available substitute that did not require him to interact or establish new 
relationships with models he did not know.12 But if they functioned as a substitute for Eleanor, 
the pornographic nudes were a poor alternative. Aesthetically they were coarse, their soft-focus 
artiness standing in for genuine art; and they came equipped with silly, shallow backstories 
hardly equivalent to the depth of relationship that enveloped his pictures of Eleanor. Callahan’s 
pornographic appropriations recognize, and indeed in some ways are about, this aesthetic and 
relational inadequacy. By extension they reflect on the poverty of pornography both visually and 
sexually, on the shallowness of what it offers to the eye, the intellect, and the body alike.  
To a degree, biographical analysis proves useful in affording an idea of Callahan’s own 
position in relation to his images. It helps to have a sense of where, culturally and psychically, a 
picture might be coming from. But such analysis is also limited, because it relies so much on 
speculation. Even if Callahan had talked about the pornographic appropriations a great deal—
rather than not at all—what he said would not necessarily have addressed how the pictures really 
operate. It’s rare that any artist’s commentary can offer more than a partial understanding of how 
art functions in real time. Callahan himself claimed to think little about social or political matters 
when he photographed. “I’m interested visually,” he told one interviewer, although, he admitted, 
outside concerns might creep in: “A really good picture says it all without trying.”13 However, as 
Abigail Solomon-Godeau has written, “The apparent absence of reference to social and political 
realities in Callahan’s work does not mean that it transcends or escapes its embeddedness in its 
historical, political, and ideological environment.”14 This is particularly true when the subject 
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matter is semiotically and politically loaded, as with the pornographic imagery Callahan 
appropriated.  
Source material for the appropriations was easy to come by. Erotic magazines were sold 
on newsstands, their popularity in the postwar period driven in part by former servicemen’s 
nostalgia for wartime pinups. Many, like Art Photography or Vue: America’s Photo Digest, took 
photography as their ostensible raison d’être, although they didn’t bother with any photographic 
genre other than the female nude.15 Poses and tableaux in these magazines skirt the boundaries of 
tastefulness: in the most explicit images, models appear with bare breasts or buttocks and may 
pose suggestively, but full-frontal nudity and other features of harder-core pornography are 
absent.  
By the mid-1960s these soft-core magazines also had certain features in common beyond 
their images. Among these was the presentation of the women as named individuals, 
accompanied by a few details about their lives beyond the camera. True or not, these backstories 
made the models seem more real and more attainable, and normalized their sexuality and 
availability for (presumptively male, heterosexual) readers. This, by extension, made readers’ 
own desires and sexual proclivities feel less deviant, less a thing to be hidden—an affirmation 
that helped the magazines themselves to become that much more appealing and saleable. The 
best-known of these, Playboy, was not the first, just the first to aspire to something like 
respectability in combining sex with culture.16 Its “Girls Next Door” went by (what seemed to 
be) their own names, and the famed centerfold pictures showed them as wholesome and friendly, 
looking frankly and openly at the camera. Their backstories, though generalized to conform to 
certain stereotypes—the debutante, the free spirit, the aspiring actress—were bolstered by photo 
spreads in which the models appeared clothed, ostensibly going about the business of their daily 
 8 
lives. Other, seedier magazines were freer with their models’ backstories (and dispensed with the 
clothing). The same model might be labeled a Hollywood hopeful in one magazine, a nurse-in-
training in another. Despite the flexibility and arbitrariness of the backstory, however, it rarely 
disappears entirely in soft-core porn. The form demands such fictions, even if confined to just a 
sentence or two, to activate the fantasy it peddles. 
The wider cultural attitude toward pornography in the 1960s may fairly be regarded as 
ambivalent. While a number of federal obscenity trials in the United States in the late 1950s 
sternly condemned hard-core material judged to be truly “obscene,” they simultaneously 
demonstrated tolerance of material regarded as merely “erotic,” resulting in a broader relaxation 
of attitudes toward the soft-core.17 Increasingly liberated attitudes toward sexuality carried soft-
core pornography, particularly upscale porn like Playboy, into a position of semirespectability. 
Even a skeptic could acknowledge that freedom of expression extended to the expression of 
desire. Nonetheless, moral opposition to pornography persisted. Over the 1960s this was 
accompanied by increasing discomfort with commodification of the female body, driven by the 
rising women’s movement and also by general unease over a perceived shallowness in consumer 
society.18 In Callahan’s pornographic appropriations, his apparent personal misgivings combine 
with this broader, ambient social ambivalence to produce a series of uncertain, unstable, and 
destabilizing images. 
Callahan began the series of pornographic appropriations around 1965. Initially he 
photographed in monochrome, but later he began using color transparency film. With one or two 
exceptions, the majority of the pictures are multiple exposures. Callahan made these—as was his 
standard practice—in-camera, not through combination printing.19 In one picture from 1965 
titled Multiple Exposure, a landscape image forms the background. [fig. 4] Densely packed trees 
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occupy roughly the bottom two-thirds of the frame, with open sky in the top third. The crown of 
one tree stands well above the others, breaking the horizon line. Callahan superimposes over the 
landscape a half-length picture of a standing nude that he appropriated from an issue of Playboy 
magazine, the two exposures—one made outdoors, the other in his studio—fusing into a single 
image.20 The tall tree in the landscape exposure coincides precisely with the model’s head, 
rendering her face more clearly visible than it would have been if it had fallen instead against the 
light-colored expanse of sky. The white sky bleaches her hair, nearly black in the original 
Playboy spread; the trees in the landscape scene insert themselves into the background of her 
picture, seeming to appear through the window behind her. As in all of Callahan’s multiple 
exposures, the success of the final image depends partially on chance, but also partially on 
Callahan’s skill at previsualizing the completed multiple exposure. He maintained a degree of 
control over the final picture by centering the nude in the frame, allowing him to envision 
roughly how the two exposures would coincide and join to create a single image. 
By 1967 Callahan had begun using images of the commercial architecture of 
Providence—warehouses, parking lots, shop windows—as his background imagery. [figs. 6-14] 
Again he retained some control over the final outcome by roughly centering the pornographic 
pictures in the frame, but he also took advantage of fortuitous coincidences. One nude appears to 
float in the open doorway of an auto mechanic’s shop. Others hover just below or just above 
clusters of signage, or appear to recline in shop windows. The rectilinear magazine layouts 
coincide pleasingly with the shops’ gridded facades.  
By 1970 Callahan was working with color transparency sheet film, with which he had 
experimented on and off throughout his career and to which he would turn almost exclusively in 
the mid-1970s.21 He refined his methods for rephotographing the pornographic images as well. 
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In Providence, 1970, [fig. 5] Callahan made the appropriated picture smaller relative to the 
background scene, and shifted it above-center rather than in the middle of the frame. Both 
adjustments help to fuse the two exposures into a unified scene. Indeed, his rather complicated 
darkroom methods seem aimed at just such cohesion: first, Callahan made a color transparency 
from the magazine page alone; then he placed this intermediary transparency on a light-colored 
piece of fabric in his studio and rephotographed it on the same sheet of film as the street scene.22 
This method allowed him greater control over the placement of the appropriated picture relative 
to the other exposure; and it permitted better integration of the color palettes of the two images 
into a harmonious whole. 
One of the few single-exposure images in this series depicts a page from a pornographic 
magazine that Callahan has first crumpled, then carefully smoothed out. [fig. 6] Text on the page 
identifies the subject as “Suzanne Baxter,” a model who appeared in a number of men’s 
magazines in the early to mid-1960s. “Suzanne Baxter is a happy girl these days,” the text reads. 
“And why not? She has a movie contract and her wealthy boyfriend proposed.” Such a 
celebration of marriage might seem bizarre next to the pornographic image, but the assertion of 
approaching domestic bliss is wholly in keeping with pornography’s overarching interest in 
perpetuating standards of male dominance and heteronormativity, preserving what Patricia 
Vettel-Becker calls male “mastery” over the female subject.23 Whether the story is true or not 
doesn’t matter. In another magazine layout from the 1960s depicting Baxter, accompanying text 
notes her resemblance to movie actress Susan Hayward but laments her disinterest in a film 
career, explicitly contradicting the assertions in the layout Callahan appropriated: “Sad as it may 
be for screen fans, Suzanne is dedicated to becoming a psychiatric nurse. Seems the only way to 
see more of her is to flip a lid—easily done by merely looking at her.”24 The backstories in porn 
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magazines, even across their variations, functioned overall to commodify the model’s life just as 
they commodified her body.  
 Callahan crumpled and then smoothed the page before he rephotographed it. Though a 
violent act, in the overall context of the other appropriations this attack and subsequent 
redemption of the image reads as an aggressive action less against the model than against the 
pornography itself, against its banally “arty” aesthetic and the patriarchal fictions of its texts. By 
extension, the subsequent smoothing of the pages reads as an admission of culpability. 
Callahan’s photograph-of-a-photograph seems to function in part as a public confession of guilt, 
and as an attempt to make his desire productive by assimilating it to his oeuvre.  
Most of the multiple-exposure images in the series incorporate photographs of 
Providence’s commercial architecture, including facades of warehouses and automobile repair 
shops, and expanses of blank wall adjoining parking lots. The rectilinearity of the architecture 
virtually absorbs the rectangular margins of the appropriated magazine pages, the two 
superimposed images coming together into a unified composition. Some of the most compelling 
concurrences involve signage and window displays that seem to offer commentary on the 
hovering nudes. In one image, for instance, a standing nude appears over the facade of “Union 
Beef Wholesale Meats.” [fig. 7] The model looks out at the viewer, one leg bent and an arm 
raised. The text printed alongside her is partially legible. “Ellie,” it reads in part, “is an 
accomplished piano player, an amateur painter, and an avid reader of both recognized literature 
and avante garde [sic] writing. But the most creative aspect of her personality is her talent as an 
actress” [italics in original]. Text and imagery in the Providence street image, however, negate 
the magazine’s assertions about the model’s accomplishments. Signs on the facade behind and 
around her advertise cuts of meat: “Polish Sausage,” “So Tasty—So Thrifty—Fresh Pork Rolls,” 
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“Family Favorite: Fresh Ham.” Another poster asserts, “We Give Consumers Green Stamps.” 
The effect of the whole is to reduce the model herself to a cheap cut of meat. 
In another image, a model appears from mid-torso up, arms raised and hands in her hair, 
the curves of her body providing the sole contrast to the grid of brick, windows, and signage in 
the street scene.25 [fig. 8] The facade itself looks vaguely seedy: one windowpane directly above 
the model’s head is broken, and another window wears its collapsed awning like a raised skirt. 
Below the model, the shop windows of a “Cut Rate Wholesaler” offer an array of goods: 
“notions, housewares, radios, dry goods, sundries” and so on. The term “cut rate,” falling just 
below the frame containing the model, serves a dual purpose in the multiple exposure: 
advertising goods in the street scene; captioning and commenting on the nude. Other images 
deploy a similar irony. One of the appropriations, a layout including three images of a single 
model, hovers above a sign reading “Pilgrim Mills.” [fig. 9] In the largest of the three 
pornographic images, the nude gazes up and to the right with a kind of wistful hopefulness. 
Combined with the signage below, her pose calls to mind a shrunken and degraded version of the 
visionary dreams of pilgrims.  
Callahan also used to advantage the signage painted directly on the sides of the brick 
buildings. In one image, the torso and legs of a seated nude seem to cover the entire side of a 
brick warehouse. The model’s nipple falls directly in the center of the “O” in “whole,” 
presumably the first part of the word “wholesale.” [fig. 10] Recalling the Analytic Cubist devices 
of Georges Braque, a metal post in the top left quadrant of the photograph juts directly out from 
the wall, casting a shadow back onto it and onto the nude, fusing the two exposures and adding a 
destabilizing element of three-dimensionality.26 In another grimly funny juxtaposition, Callahan 
double-exposed a frame of four pictures of topless showgirls onto a nearly blank wall bearing 
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only the painted word “Attractive.” [fig. 11] Below, the roofs of parked cars anchor the lower 
margin and reveal the setting as a parking lot. The banality of the setting and the appropriated 
imagery give the lie to the painted word’s assertion: nothing here is particularly attractive.  
Banality dominates, too, in a photograph showing a nude superimposed over the doorway 
of an auto repair shop. [fig. 12] She poses in what appears to be a bathroom or powder room, the 
setting busy with props: a blobby abstract painting above a heavily patterned wall, cheap 
furniture, a spindly bamboo. A car inside the repair shop also makes its way into her scene. The 
doors of the repair shop stand open and ready for business, but windows are broken and a sign on 
the facade notes that the space is available for lease—intimations of economic uncertainty that 
call into question the assertions of ersatz prosperity in the pornographic picture. 
Two images in the series employ a single page from the April 1965 issue of Playboy.27 In 
the layout, the model, Jo Collins, appears in four pictures, one a bust portrait and the other three 
more straightforwardly erotic. The accompanying text gives a typical backstory: Collins notes 
how happy she would be if she could win Playmate of the Year and use the money to further her 
acting career. In both of his images, Callahan superimposes the layout over a Providence shop 
window, placing the model on sale alongside the displayed goods. [figs. 13, 14] One window, 
advertising “Gifts,” displays gingham napkins, but Collins’s nudity negates their connotation of 
wholesomeness. The presence of the nude ridicules the domestic nicety for which the napkins 
were intended, calling it into question as a fiction just as powerful as the fictions of pornography. 
In the other Callahan image the Collins layout hovers in the window of “Acme Distributors.” 
The cheap decorative items on display—china horses, ballerinas, and the like—lend Collins an 
aura of cheapness; her presence in turn makes a mockery of the feminine aspirations such 
figurines perpetuate for the young girls who are their intended owners. None of the images in the 
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pornographic appropriation series pull their punches: pornography turns women into meat, into 
cut-rate objects for sale, into things to be given, collected, and sold. 
Within the series, one image stands as an anomaly: the 1965 Multiple Exposure in which 
Callahan used a landscape, rather than a cityscape, as the background image. [fig. 4] Indeed, 
when he later reused the same pornographic image in the 1967 continuation of the series, he 
superimposed it over a scene of Providence’s commercial district (the one with the “Cut Rate 
Wholesaler” shop window) as he did with others. Projecting pornography into the landscape, into 
nature, apparently had not worked for him. This tendency stands in contrast to practices in his 
earlier photography, particularly multiple exposures he made of Eleanor in the 1950s. In the 
Eleanor pictures, Callahan frequently superimposed her body onto natural landscapes, but only 
rarely onto images of the built environment.28 Lust for his wife, lust with love, appears organic in 
Callahan’s Eleanor pictures, but lust without personal connection receives far different treatment 
in the pornographic appropriations. Appearing just after Eleanor stopped posing for him in the 
early 1960s, the pornographic appropriations must be seen in implied comparison with the 
Eleanor photographs, as the image of the wife/mother stands culturally in implied comparison 
with the image of the whore/temptress.29 
Equally significant, in his pornographic multiple exposures Callahan used only pictures 
of Providence’s commercial structures. Although he had been making pictures of the city’s 
residential streets almost from his arrival, they do not appear in his pornographic appropriations. 
In its incorporation of the commercial built environment, the appropriation series overall 
recognizes pornography as a cultural, not a natural, artifact, and as a product of the free market: 
sex rendered as a commodity. 
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The series coalesces, both aesthetically and iconographically, in the color photograph 
titled “Providence 1970.” [fig. 5] The appropriated nude in this image, with her simultaneously 
coy and masturbatory gesture, appears somewhat harder-core than those Callahan had previously 
used. By shrinking the appropriated image and placing it higher in the frame, he integrated it 
more seamlessly into the street scene: the nude appears emblazoned like an advertisement on the 
blank wall. A fortuitous band of brilliant sunlight contributes to this intermeshing of the layers of 
the multiple exposure: an aspect of the “real” street scene, the sunlight also affects the 
appropriated picture by partially obscuring the model’s face. Elements in the street scene also 
gesture toward, and take on meaning in concert with, the appropriated image. A signpost on the 
Providence sidewalk, bereft of its sign, would seem inert in the absence of the second, 
pornographic exposure. But in the presence of the appropriated image it becomes not an object 
but a gesture, an upward thrust toward the nude’s open legs. A woman in a purple dress walks 
through the scene, oblivious to this sexual act occurring next to her, oblivious that she is in a 
scene at all. Yet for the viewer the tableau affects her powerfully: she becomes not only 
accidental witness to but potential participant in the sexual act—a potential sexual partner 
herself. The image comments trenchantly on the effects of pornography beyond its own borders, 
its potential to reduce all women to sexual objects in the eyes of its users.30 In similar fashion, 
Callahan’s adoption of harder-core pornography acknowledges the ultimate artificiality of 
distinctions between soft- and hard-core: at base, both work toward the same end.  
The pornographic appropriations overall are persistently discomfiting. By emblazoning 
privately consumed imagery onto public structures, Callahan made images that comment on 
prurience, objectification, and visual consumerism. This self-reflexive ambivalence manifests in 
their aggressive banality, in the disgust that pervades them. Granted, the critique is subtle, and 
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often hesitant: witness Callahan’s crumpling and subsequent smoothing of the Suzanne Baxter 
magazine page. But it is also in keeping with his existing tendencies: his visual commentary on 
racial tensions in 1940s Detroit had been similarly enacted in street scenes of women in 
commercial districts, and similarly understated, subjected to Callahan’s formalist aesthetic. 
The pornographic appropriations build on Callahan’s earlier work with regard to both 
technique and content. To make them, he employed his existing skills at previsualizing multiple-
exposure images, at timing the creation of each layer to ensure a properly exposed whole, and at 
combining studio-created imagery with street-created imagery. He also drew on his existing 
interests in street photography and in making pictures of women, and he returned to practices of 
appropriation with which he had experimented in his early collages of the 1950s. But if they are 
part and parcel of Callahan’s existing modernist practice, the appropriations also unsettle the 
understanding of Callahan as a pure formalist by introducing an element of critique with their 
disquieting imagery. 
Works designated as appropriation art often use the technique explicitly for purposes of 
critique. They perform a kind of dark mirroring of popular media, calling into question the 
apparatus by which images are assigned meaning and value in modern society. Such works 
deploy appropriation to draw attention to the very nature of image-making itself, and by 
extension to the valuation processes of capitalism. Used extensively in Pop art by James 
Rosenquist, Roy Lichtenstein, and others, the re-presentation of images from advertising and 
popular culture exposed those images’ acculturated roots, revealing by means of 
recontextualization the implicit assumptions about race, class, and gender, among other things, 
that underlay everyday visual culture in capitalist society. Rosenquist’s painting F-111, for 
example, offers a pastiche of images from advertising and military culture that collectively 
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constitute an indictment of capitalist societies’ reliance on warmaking as an economic activity.31 
Lichtenstein’s paintings re-presenting single panels from comic strips reveal their—and, by 
extension, popular culture’s—glorification of violence and perpetuation of rigid stereotypes of 
masculine and feminine behavior.32 More recently, the painter David Salle has composed his 
paintings entirely from imagery appropriated from other sources—art history, pornography, pop 
culture—which he arranges in rootless, narrativeless compositions that directly refute modernist 
ideals of genius, originality, and deep meaning.33  
In the world of photography specifically, the rise of postmodernism in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s saw the deployment of the medium for a host of reflexive and self-critical purposes. 
Artists of the so-called Pictures Generation, including Sherrie Levine and Richard Prince, not 
only appropriated photography but altered the source imagery very little, if at all.34 Prince’s early 
images, cropped from photographs in print advertisements, performed an operation similar to 
Lichtenstein’s, drawing attention to performances of gender in capitalist culture.35 For Levine’s 
photographs after the work of other photographers (including Edward Weston and Walker 
Evans), she rephotographed posters or other reproductions of the earlier artists’ work.36 The 
resulting pictures-of-pictures-of-pictures called into question the mechanism by which a 
photograph is assigned value as art, versus as documentation or any other label photographs may 
take on. “If a Levine photograph of another artist’s photograph makes an important contribution 
to art,” writes Amy Adler, “it is only because her work is on some level about her inability to 
make an important contribution to art.”37 Further, Levine’s work questioned the very possibility 
that any photographer, dependent on the real for inspiration and subject matter, could ever make 
a claim of authenticity for his or her photographs. Wasn’t the authentic, Levine’s work asked, not 
the original photograph but the subject, in and of itself?38 
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The work of Prince, Levine, and other artists who appropriated photographs in the late 
1970s and early 1980s provoked further controversy by its insistence that skill at the craft of 
photography was not a prerequisite for the use of the medium in their art—a dialogue of 
“deskilling” common to conceptual art overall.39 For these artists, appropriation constituted an 
inherent critique of the mechanism by which value is assigned to images, and by which images 
operate—insistently and sometimes insidiously—to instill establishment values via the conduits 
of advertising and popular culture.  
Within the modernist paradigm of medium-specificity that Callahan inhabited, however, 
his appropriation seems simply to constitute a tool for image-making—not a politics in itself, but 
just another means of exploring the limits and capabilities of his own medium, one experiment 
among many. Compared to the use of appropriated imagery by Prince, Levine, and others, in 
which appropriation becomes a key aspect of the content of the piece and an integral part of its 
cultural commentary, Callahan’s appropriation seems disengaged. But in the pornographic 
appropriations and even the early collages that deploy imagery from women’s magazines, the 
source imagery retains a certain integrity. If appropriation occurs in such a manner that a viewer 
can still perceive the source material as discrete, then the resulting image, by its very nature, 
comments simultaneously on the act of appropriation. Appropriation becomes, in itself, part of 
the content of the work.  
Perhaps Callahan’s work has resisted interpretation as appropriation art because it is not 
characterized by the deskilling embraced by many younger appropriators. The pornographic 
appropriations exhibit the same level of craft as Callahan’s other work, accumulated over a 
significant time period and through his constant experimentation. But Pop and painterly 
appropriation likewise demanded skill: Rosenquist, Lichtenstein, Salle, and others may abdicate 
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full responsibility for the subject matter of their art, but they continue to demonstrate mastery of 
their craft even as they distance themselves from concepts of originality, authenticity, and value.  
The same is true of Robert Heinecken, a photographer working at roughly the same time 
as Callahan who also appropriated pornographic imagery. Although the two artists are rarely 
compared, the shapes of their overall careers were remarkably similar. Both served as influential 
teachers for a host of students, Heinecken on the West Coast and Callahan on the East.40 Both 
made photographs through heavy experimentation with the capabilities of the medium. Although 
Heinecken often eschewed use of a camera, using photography as more of a printmaking process, 
his practice nonetheless required deep skill and understanding of the medium, just as Callahan’s 
did.41  
In a great deal of his cameraless work, including his pioneering series Are You Rea?, 
Heinecken relinquished full control over the final appearance of his pictures in favor of 
fortuitous occurrences of chance. For that series, Heinecken treated entire pages from fashion 
magazines as “negatives,” contact-printing them so that the final, black-and-white photograph 
included imagery from both sides of the chosen page. The resulting pictures, writes Eva Respini, 
“hover between legibility and illegibility, . . . affirm[ing] the magazine page as a window into the 
symbols and signs embedded in cultural iconography.”42 Their juxtapositions, though often 
inscrutable, reveal—in a manner similar to Callahan’s Cut-outs of the 1950s—American popular 
media’s imbricated messages about gender and commercialism.  
Heinecken’s work also often engaged overtly with politics, sometimes in conjunction 
with direct concern over questions of image circulation. In a series of guerrilla-style actions in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, he appropriated pornographic images from soft-core magazines, 
printing them directly onto the pages of other mainstream periodicals, which he then 
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surreptitiously put back on newsstands. He performed similar operations with fashion and home-
decorating magazines, printing horrific images from the Vietnam War on their pages and then 
placing them back into circulation.43  
Even beyond his guerrilla actions, Heinecken took appropriation, particularly of 
pornographic imagery, as one of his central strategies, and he is often recognized as an 
appropriation artist. This aspect of his work has proven by far the most controversial, drawing 
the ire of a number of critics in the 1970s and subsequently. Carol Duncan noted how 
Heinecken’s 1975 Invitation to Metamorphosis fused pornography with monstrosity to create an 
image of gorgon-like ferocity, which she compared with a similar impulse in Willem de 
Kooning’s Woman 1.44 Carol Squiers saw Heinecken’s work as fundamentally cynical, 
“capitaliz[ing] on the stimulation value [of pornography] while appearing to perform the 
revolutionary actions of bringing forbidden subject matter into the gallery and challenging the 
conventions of good photography at the same time.”45 
Others have claimed that Heinecken’s deployment of pornographic imagery seems 
designed to express primarily his own prurient interest, rather than any engagement with a 
broader cultural critique. “One gets the feeling that even in its reconstituted state, Heinecken’s 
work with pornography was devoid of content much beyond the sexual stimulation that these 
pictures ostensibly provide,” writes Mark Alice Durant.46 This assessment seems rather limited, 
particularly given Heinecken’s insistence—in the guerilla-style magazine actions in particular—
in deploying the imagery in such a confrontational manner, but it does lead to some key 
questions with regard to appropriation of contentious imagery like pornography. When an artist 
deploys such heavily loaded imagery, the semiotic saturation of the source comes with it into the 
finished work of art. Does an objectifying image retain its power to objectify even when 
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decontextualized? If an artist appropriates pornographic imagery, is the resulting product also 
pornographic?  
 Scholars and critics have often grappled with such questions in addressing appropriation 
art. Of readymades, Walead Beshty writes that the simple recontextualization of a chosen object 
was intended “to obliterate its use-value, transforming it into an effigy of its past function [and 
making] it clear that this quality of uselessness was alone the thing that made art art.”47 A 
pornographic readymade, under this formulation, would by definition become useless, no longer 
pornographic, the gallery or museum space itself dealing the decisive blow to the object’s power 
to arouse. But others question the extent to which pornography, when appropriated, becomes 
merely an “effigy” of itself. Duncan notes that even if a pornographic image displayed in a 
museum were no longer strictly pornographic, even if its use-value shifted from erotic to 
aesthetic, the “self-displaying poses” of pornography nonetheless retain vestiges of the power 
relationships from which they were originally constituted, “affirm[ing] to male viewers their 
membership in the more powerful gender group.”48 Writing of David Salle, Adler discusses how 
the painter appropriates pornography “to deconstruct the language of representation itself, 
drawing on the way pornography tantalizes and cheats the viewer in order to underscore the 
failure of the signifier in his own work.”49 It matters a great deal—indeed, it is central to the 
meaningful meaninglessness of Salle’s paintings—that the appropriated imagery should remain 
recognizably pornographic: “To rid his paintings of their sexual imagery would be to rob them of 
their power.”50 As Hal Foster observes, the problem of appropriated imagery’s capacity to 
criticize, rather than to partake, is persistently thorny: “When does montage recode, let alone 
redeem, the splintering of the commodity-sign, and when does it exacerbate it? When does 
appropriation double the mythical sign critically, and when does it replicate it, even reinforce it 
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cynically?”51 With regard to sexual imagery, if the gallery space does not accommodate the 
masturbatory act, neither does the “artification” of the pornographic image render it entirely 
useless in its capacity to arouse, or entirely toothless in its ability to sustain—not merely to 
evoke—gendered power structures.  
Callahan tended to deploy soft-core pornography, rather than the harder-core material 
preferred by Heinecken and Salle.  He also deployed it in a less confrontational manner: like 
Heinecken’s and Salle’s, Callahan’s work appeared in galleries and museums, but unlike 
Heinecken’s, Callahan’s appropriations never showed up on the newsstand. Still, the core 
principle remains the same: if the source imagery is pornographic, then the resulting art retains at 
least some of pornography’s power to titillate and to objectify. Indeed, Callahan’s images depend 
in some ways on the appropriated pornographic pictures’ capacity to continue to arouse, to 
continue to operate as porn. If there were no buy-in from the viewer, no investment—even at a 
subconscious level—in the meaning constructed by the pornographic material’s interplay of nude 
image and textual backstory, there would be nothing for the surrounding street imagery to call 
into question. The images hinge on the juxtaposition of desire and disgust. If appropriated 
pornography in a museum setting serves, as Duncan writes, to remind women of their lesser 
status, Callahan’s appropriation series takes as its very subject that lesser status and how 
pornography constructs it through an interplay of explicit image and normalizing text. Callahan’s 
color image from 1970, in particular, speaks to the idea of not only gallery space but public 
space as overwhelmingly masculine, and to what that persistent masculinization does to the 
women passing through it. [fig. 5] 
Though Callahan began appropriating images of women as early as the 1950s, well 
before the Pop appropriators, no one ever calls him an appropriation artist. The formal concerns 
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of his work have come to be seen as its overriding characteristic, over and above its critical 
content.52 Heinecken again constitutes a useful counterpoint: because he relinquished control 
over some of his imagery by deploying chance, his work seems more clearly critical, even if 
ultimately complicit. Visually, Heinecken’s work is often resolutely unbeautiful, resolutely 
rough, his images of women evincing what Respini has called an “antiformalist approach to the 
classic motif of the female nude.”53 This antiformalism comes, then, to stand hand in hand with a 
kind of revolutionary attitude. Like the works of Prince and other postmodern photographic 
appropriators, Heinecken’s photographs often not only disregard but actively resist formal 
concerns, regarding them as culturally inflected and thus ultimately questionable value 
judgments. Callahan, by contrast, exerts more control and purpose in his appropriations, 
sublimating the pornographic source imagery to his own aesthetic. As such, he is seen to have 
sublimated his politics as well. If a critical appropriation means the questioning of aesthetic 
judgments, then an aesthetically engaged work must, by logical extension, be detached or even 
inherently reactionary in its politics. It is ultimately not deskilling, then, but rejection of formal 
concerns that comes to characterize critical appropriation. Callahan’s sustained attention to form 
has rendered his pornographic appropriations effectively invisible as critique.  
Solomon-Godeau directly addressed Callahan’s supposedly apolitical formalism in her 
essay “The Armed Vision Disarmed: Radical Formalism from Weapon to Style.” In it she wrote 
of how Callahan, his colleague Aaron Siskind, and other photographers of the so-called Chicago 
School fundamentally altered the radical formalism of European modernist movements such as 
constructivism. While formalism in Europe operated in inherent resistance to the visual mores of 
tradition, Chicago School photographers replaced politics with style in their own work and, 
through their teaching, propagated a similar movement in American photography overall. 
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Solomon-Godeau writes, “Inasmuch as Callahan and Siskind were for the ten-year period 
between 1951 and 1961 the dominant photographic influences [at the Chicago Institute of 
Design] . . . it is evident that whatever vestiges remained of the earlier [European-born and more 
radical] concept of formalism were entirely eclipsed by the subjectivization of vision 
championed and practiced by both men.”54 For students under their tutelage, she writes, “Art 
photography, at its highest level, represented the expression of a privileged subjectivity, and the 
use of the formal and material properties of the medium to express that subjectivity.”55 
Solomon-Godeau accurately assesses how formalism, in the United States, became more 
rarefied, drawn into the American gallery system, its populist affinities largely drained away. But 
her critique of “Anglo-American formalism” overall as wholly toothless misses the point. She 
writes that Callahan’s formalism “insisted above all on the autonomy, purity, and self-reflexivity 
of the work of art.”56 But Callahan’s appropriations (and some of his more disaffected street 
photography) take as their very subject matter the impossibility of such purity, total autonomy, or 
complete self-reflexivity. Although Callahan did not engage explicitly with the goals of 
European revolutionary formalism, his appropriations explore the nature and limits of 
photography not just as a medium but as a philosophy and an ideology, an inherently contingent 
meaning-making system. 
One of formalism’s longest-standing defenses has been its very ability to resist 
cooptation, to stand in opposition to a kind of degraded, populist image saturation.57 Callahan’s 
pornographic appropriations may be seen as simultaneously interested in form and concerned 
with a critique of the visual economy of sex in America. Questioning the unequal power 
dynamics inherent in heterosexual pornography, Callahan’s appropriations meditate on the 
nature of art, lust, and masculinity. Like other pornographic appropriations, they stand in an 
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ambiguous position in relation to their source imagery, simultaneously criticizing and 
perpetuating the objectification of women. Appropriating an objectifying source image doesn’t 
reduce its power to objectify; rather it may double the objectification, subjecting the body to the 
dual gazes of porn viewer and gallery-goer. But whereas an aggressively anti-aesthetic 
appropriation of pornography like Heinecken’s or Salle’s may seem cynical or opportunist in its 
simultaneous embrace and rejection of the visual, Callahan’s formalist appropriation retains a 
certain earnestness both of vision and of purpose. Aesthetics, in this formulation, constitute their 
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1. Harry Callahan, Collage, ca. 1956, gelatin silver print, 7-11/16 x 9-9/16 in. (19.5 x 24.3 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
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2. Harry Callahan, Cut-outs, ca. 1956, gelatin silver print, 4-3/4 x 3-3/4 in. (12 x 9.5 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
3. Harry Callahan, Eleanor, Chicago, 1953, gelatin silver print, 3-3/4 x 4-5/8 in. (9.5 x 11.2 
cm). Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
4. Harry Callahan, Multiple Exposure, 1965, gelatin silver print, 5-3/8 x 6-7/8 in. (13.7 x 17.5 
cm). Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
5. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1970, dye transfer print, 7-3/8 x 7-1/4 in. (18.7 x 18.4 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
6. Harry Callahan, Untitled, n.d., gelatin silver print, 6-5/16 x 4-15/16 in. (16 x 12.6 cm). 
Collection Center for Creative Photography, University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona, 2005.20.88 




7. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1967, gelatin silver, 4-3/8 x 6-5/8 in. (11.1 x 16.8 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
8. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1967, gelatin silver print, 4-3/8 x 6-5/8 in. (11.1 x 16.83 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
9. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1967, gelatin silver print, 4-3/8 x 6-5/8 in. (11.1 x 16.8 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
10. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1967, gelatin silver print, 5½ x 6¾ in. (14 x 17.1 cm). David 
Winton Bell Gallery, Brown University, Providence, Rhode Island, 1995.34 (photograph © The 
Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph provided by the David Winton Bell Gallery, Brown 
University, Providence) 
 
11. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1968, gelatin silver print, 4-3/8 x 6-5/8 in. (11.1 x 16.8 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
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12. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1967, gelatin silver print, 4-3/8 x 6-5/8 in. (11.1 x 16.8 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
13. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1967, gelatin silver print, 4-3/8 x 6-5/8 in. (11.1 x 16.8 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 
provided by Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York) 
 
14. Harry Callahan, Providence, 1967, gelatin silver print, 4-3/8 x 6-5/8 in. (11.1 x 16.8 cm). 
Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York (photograph © The Estate of Harry Callahan; photograph 




                                                     
 
1 See, for example, Mark Alice Durant, “Sex Bomb Baby Yeah!” in Robert Heinecken: A 
Material History (Tucson: Center for Creative Photography/University of Arizona, 2003), esp. 
10; and Kevin Moore, “No Crime Involved—but with That Assumption,” in Heinecken, Robert 
Heinecken (London: Ridinghouse, 2012), 184–88. 
2 Peter Schjeldahl, for example, writes, “Like a poem, an artistically executed photograph is a 
formalized act. The form matters. Communicativeness is not eliminated even in the most abstract 
work, but even in the most realist it is tamped down toward equivalence to other qualities and 
 29 
                                                                                                                                                                           
capacities of the medium. Harry Callahan gives amazing examples of that mastery, that tamping 
down. You see him doing it in everything. I think that part of the reason for his relative obscurity 
is his austere rigor in this virtue. He subordinates his own creative personality. He rides herd on 
himself as well as on what is happening before the camera, with terrific economy. If he was 
going to photograph things marked by plenitude, like street scenes that are sort of complicated, 
he was going to do it again, the same kind of set-up. He was going to wear the motif down, make 
it familiar, so that the interest of the complexity didn’t swamp the integrity of the intention.” 
Schjeldahl, “The Callahan Gaze, and How We Look Now,” in Harry Callahan: Variations on a 
Theme, special issue, The Archive 35 (October 2007): 10. 
3 John Szarkowski, telephone interview with the author, November 30, 2004. 
4 See, for example, Harry Callahan, “Pattern,” American Society of Magazine Photographers’ 
Picture Annual 1957 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1957), 22–27. Callahan’s brief text 
focuses largely on technique, but begins with a disclaimer: “It is true some photographers can 
write and it is also possible for some rare photographer to write as good as he photographs. I am 
not one of them.” 
5 There has been almost no recognition of this series as a series, and little critical examination of 
it. The sole exception is Sarah Greenough, “The Art of Seeing,” Harry Callahan, exh. cat. 
(Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, and Boston: Bulfinch/Little, Brown, 1996). 
Greenough reproduces a single image from the series in her essay and briefly mentions 
Callahan’s ongoing exploration of “the selling of sex in contemporary society” (52).  
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6 For an excellent overview of Callahan’s life and work, see John Pultz, “Harry Callahan and 
American Photography, 1938–1990” (PhD diss., Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 
1993). 
7 Callahan discussed the influence of Adams and his experiences working under Moholy-Nagy 
on a number of occasions. See, for example, Harry Callahan, interviewed by Harold Jones and 
Terence Pitts, February 22 and March 2, 1977, 8 videotapes, Center for Creative Photography, 
University of Arizona, Tucson. 
8 One well-known example is his famed series of images of pedestrians’ heads, made in Chicago 
in the early 1950s. Though the images appear close up, almost intimate, Callahan stood at a 
distance from the subjects and used a long lens on his 35mm camera. Chicago’s urban canyons 
afforded relatively little ambient light, even at midday, and film at the time was slow by present-
day standards, so Callahan’s negatives were routinely underexposed. To work around this he 
adopted a practice he had learned from Ansel Adams: leaving the film in the developing bath for 
several hours or even overnight. The resulting negatives were extremely high-contrast, with little 
tonal gradation; but in printing, these seeming deficits resulted in dramatic, even revelatory 
“street portraits.” See John Szarkowski’s Introduction in Callahan, exh. cat. (Millerton, NY: 
Aperture, and New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1976), 20–21; and Britt Salvesen, “Harry 
Callahan: the Photographer at Work,” in Harry Callahan: The Photographer at Work (Tucson: 
Center for Creative Photography at the University of Arizona, and New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2006), 30.  
9 For a history of the Institute of Design, see David Travis and Elizabeth Siegel, eds., Taken by 
Design: Photographs from the Institute of Design, 1937–1971 (Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago 
 31 
                                                                                                                                                                           
and University of Chicago Press, 2002), esp. John Grimes’, “Photography on Its Own: The ID in 
the 1960s,” 152–67.  
10 A picture made in Maine, dated 1963, is among the last exhibited images he made of her.  
11 Callahan, video interview with Jones and Pitts, tape 7. 
12 “People would offer to be models. And he said he never wanted to do that because he said he 
felt he had to know the person first.” Barbara Callahan Hollinger quoted in Greg Cook, “Eleanor 
Callahan and Barbara Speak,” website of New England Journal of Aesthetic Research, 
November 11, 2008, at http://aesthetic.gregcookland.com/2008/11/eleanor-callahan-and-barbara-
speak.html, as of February 16, 2016. 
13 Harry Callahan quoted in Ann Parson, “Harry Callahan,” Boston Phoenix Magazine 
Supplement, October 19, 1976, 6 and 27. 
14 Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “Harry Callahan, Street Photography and the Alienating City,” in 
Harry Callahan: Variations on a Theme, 27. 
15 Playboy founder Hugh Hefner took valuable lessons from such magazines, investing his own 
nudes with an artistic veneer partially in order to get around postal laws prohibiting the 
distribution of obscenity. See Patricia Vettel-Becker, Shooting from the Hip: Photography, 
Masculinity, and Postwar America (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 
2005), 106. 
16 Playboy’s history, aspirations and cultural impact have been widely studied. See, for example, 
Elizabeth Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in Modern America (New York 
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and Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2009); Carrie Pitzulo, Bachelors and Bunnies: The 
Sexual Politics of Playboy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); and Steven Watts, Mr. 
Playboy: Hugh Hefner and the American Dream (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2008). 
17 The 1957 majority opinion written by US Supreme Court Justice William J. Brennan in Roth v. 
United States included his redefinition of the obscene as material appealing solely to “prurient 
interest.” On Roth and the history of “the pornographic”, see Walter Kendrick, The Secret 
Museum: Pornography in Modern Culture (New York: Viking, 1987), esp. 197–202.  
18 Although pornography was relatively unregulated during the 1960s after the Roth ruling, rising 
cultural ambivalence toward the form manifested in a shift in attitudes in the early 1970s, 
particularly after the 1973 US Supreme Court ruling in Miller v. California, which allowed 
localities more latitude to define and prosecute obscenity. See Elaine B. Sharp, “The Regulation 
of Pornography: Policy Change and Non-Attitudes,” in The Sometime Connection: Public 
Opinion and Social Policy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), esp. 108–11. 
Controversy over pornography would subsequently increase in the later 1970s, driven in part by 
a rising antipornography sentiment within the women’s movement. See Carolyn Bronstein, 
Battling Pornography: The American Feminist Anti-Pornography Movement, 1976–1986 
(Cambridge, UK, and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  
19 On Callahan’s working practices, see Salvesen, 13–49; for discussion of Callahan’s multiple-
exposure techniques, see 30–31.  
20 Callahan purchased at least two pornographic magazines to use as source material for the 
series. One was the April 1965 issue of Playboy, from which he appropriated several images. 
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Other source magazines remain unidentified. Although images in Playboy were usually 
proprietary to that magazine, other magazines bought and sold photographs, some images 
appearing multiple times in multiple publications. With the exception of Playboy, full runs of 
these men’s magazines are now rare in library collections, and I have been unable to locate the 
specific source from which Callahan drew for the “Suzanne Baxter” image or other source 
images.  
21 See Salvesen, 45.  
22 I have inferred Callahan’s working methods through examination of negatives and 
transparencies in his archive at the Center for Creative Photography in Tucson. The light-colored 
background fabric shows in some exposures, and in these frames it is also possible to see the 
notched edges of the intermediary color transparency as it lies on the fabric. Callahan does not 
seem to have retained these intermediary transparencies themselves. 
23 Vettel-Becker, 111. 
24 “Suzanne Baxter: Doll of the Month,” Modern Man, November 1962, 41–43.  
25 This is the same image Callahan appropriated for the 1965 Multiple Exposure, in which the 
figure is superimposed on a landscape . 
26 Braque’s Violin and Palette (1909), in the collections of the Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum, New York, includes a trompe l’oeil image of a nail that appears to project from the 
surface of the canvas and from which the titular palette appears to be suspended, a nod to 
Braque’s training as a decorative painter and a gesture toward the artifices of illusionism. 
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27 The story was a competition among three models for Playmate of the Year for 1965. Callahan 
appropriated from it repeatedly for this series.  
28 “Photographs that superimpose Eleanor’s body on a landscape, or associate it with water and 
vegetation—the ‘natural’—testify to an atavistic vision, one that not only conflates woman and 
nature, but implies the menace of all those aspects of the public, social, and the urban from 
which ultimately the subject hopes to take retreat.” Solomon-Godeau, 31. 
29 Callahan’s ambivalence toward pornography, though reflecting a wider cultural attitude, may 
also be seen as rooted in his own worries about it as a kind of contaminant of his body of work. 
For any committed photographer, pornographic photography represented a distraction at best and 
a pollutant at worst: how to separate oneself not only from weekend hobbyists but from those 
who claimed an enthusiasm for photography as a means of accessing, and disguising, more 
prurient interests? For a maker of nude photographs like Callahan, however, pornography was 
that much more threatening. Nudie magazines used art as a kind of veneer, while for Callahan art 
represented a life’s calling. Although he likely had the difference well sorted in his own mind, 
how was he to distinguish his pictures of Eleanor from cheap erotica in the public mind? The 
threat of public misunderstanding was twofold: first, that viewers might reject his pictures of 
Eleanor as pornographic; and second, that viewers might use his pictures as they would 
pornography. Either way, pornography menaced Callahan’s pictures of his wife just by its 
proximity. Callahan was hardly alone, of course; the distinction between artful and obscene 
photographs of the nude was a topic of intense discussion among photographers in the late 
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